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Literacy Dialogue
from Michigan Reading Association 1988 Conference Literacy Symposium

Illiteracy's
Cost to
Society

Kenneth Peters
thing that registers, economically, on the
debit side of the ledger?
There are many who would say, "No".
"And furthermore," they would say,
"illiteracy is a quite natural state ofaffairs. To
come out of this state into a state of relative
literacy has been more a part of the maturing
process, something natural, something loving,
something acceptable--very much at the
heart of personal development for some time
now. Don't worry about it."
Whatever state we as individuals have
reached or have helped our students reach
has usually found reciprocity in patience,
understanding, and a commonality for the
naturalness of it all.
Illiteracy has hardly been a popular
subject, on a societal level, for cost analysis.
It's been a very normal fixture in the societal
living room. It's been a great source of humor.
If there's been any notice of it in our
personal living rooms, it's been something
affecting someone else, not us.
What's changing the wisdom of this
attitude, if anything?
First of all, I think something is, and the
reason for the change is very plain to see.
We are living in the long-awaited world
marketplace.
When I was very small I remember, like

I think in asking me to partake today, you
have asked someone who truly represents
what all of us convening at this conference
are in one way or another, and that is
someone from the trenches. And in my case, I
don't just mean the trenches of one of
America's foremost locations of a high
illiteracy rate--a state prison, burl mean that
you've asked someone from a well fortified
trench, with some of the thickest concrete and
best grade steel that any trench was ever
made of.
I would like to approach the topic, The
Cost of Illiteracy to Our Society, with some
general thought first and then I would like to
outline some features in the Michigan
Department of Corrections' educational
approach, particularly with illiterate students.
Our prison population, the unemployed, and
welfare recipients are three groups of people
in our country with the highest documented
rates of illiteracy, and perhaps there is
something in,our prison system experience of
dealing with this shortcoming that would be
useful for you to hear.
But first, does ii literacy present a "cost"
to our society? "Cost" in the sense that it is
something we as a society can instantly
recognize as a negative factor in overabundance, something that is diminishing our
end performance, something that is totally
unacceptable in our normal, everyday lives-a
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many to you, very clearly, our disdain for
any products " Made in Japan ". That was the
synonym for junk. And I remember very vividly
in the l 960 's looking at the rusted fenders and
hood of a Toyota on a used car lot on East
Michigan in Lansing and the salesman's
sincere words on the occasion; "That's the
kind of steel they make ... in three years time,
that car is gone. '' And than I remember that
ten years later everyone was driving cars
made with that steel and it didn 't seem to be
rusting anymore.
As never before, we are competing with
producers from other countries. The
educational systems and literacy rates of
these producers ' countries temper very
significantly, along with societal mores and
means of mobilizing production, the strength
of end products and competitive thrusts they
make.
The fact is that there are bottom lines
everywhere you look that point to the
marketplace, the emerged world marketplace,
AND to the costs that illiteracy brings to any
society that wants to participate in this
marketplace.
Colonialism on the world scene has
largely been dismantled. Politico-I oppression
and economic exploitation are disappearing
as reasons why nations ' societies do not fare
well in the world. More and more, it's " lack of
knowledge " that we cite for a nation not
coming of age.
In this measureable, mobile, highly visible
world society in which we live, the factors of
strength and weakness are becoming more
readily apparent with each passing day. And
people who are in a position to analyze these
factors are saying, loudly and clearly, that the
factor of illiteracy is weighing against our
society in very significant ways as it partakes
in this world.
If illiteracy truly is a cost factor in our
nation's ability to produce goods and
services for both a home and world economy,
it should become apparent in what we read
and hear around us today and in the near
future. If you are not convinced about the
seriousness of the impact of illiteracy, I
suggest you listen and read and watch
closely, and draw your own conclusions.
Here are some of the costs people are

tying to illiteracy. First of all, the total dollar
figure of $225 billion keeps popping up. As a
recent writer summarized it, that is the
estimated yearly cost in the United States in
terms of lost productivity, welfare, and
related crime and prison costs, all areas,
again, with which illiteracy seems to have
correlation .
Some specifics: the employee who can't
distinguish between a feed label and a poison
label and mistakenly wipes out an entire herd
of cattle at a feedlot; the insurance clerk who
doesn't understand decimals and pays a
claimant $2200 instead of $22.
And some examples from Michigan which
demonstrate the " skill gap " problem we
have: First, a large corporation decided to
update its manufacturing process a few years
ago in Michigan with an all-employee
training program. The program was a bust
because more than half the employees were
unable to understand the materials. A
reading program was established in its place
for all employees and it's thriving today, I
must add.
A pilot G.E.D . preparation program, for
a group of Michigan Youth Corps workers,
had to be cancelled because an assessment
showed that none of the participants had
skills enough to succeed in the program.
A medium sized plant closed recently in
Michigan. When another company, this one
happened to be from abroad, very shortly
thereafter came in to re-open the plant and
gave a skills assessment program to all new
applicants, only 137 of 44 l former employees
who had re-applied were able to be hired,
and of this 137 were asked to study math
again in a special local program.
We read about the Toyota Motor
Corporation 's United States Manufacturing
Operations now testing the educational level
of all prospective employees.
And another situation a colleague told
me about the other day--1 wonder how typical
it is . He describes a young man, age 22, who
has a tremendous fear of assuming
responsibility of any kind. He, to talk to, is a
more than impressive individual. He attends
community college successfully on a parttime basis. He was an early school dropout,
however, and he got into serious trouble as a
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The two major organizations nation-wide
which lead voluntary tutoring are Literacy
Volunteers of America LVA) and Laubach
Literary Action (LLA).
A $1 million budget in 1987 enabled the
LVA people to have 27 thousand volunteers
tutoring in 35 states and reach 30,000
students.
A $5.5 million budget in 1987 enabled the
Laubach people to have 68 thousand
volunteers in 45 states reaching 100,000
students.
Libraries, through literacy offices,
coordinate literacy efforts based on the
above companies' methods and materials, as
well as others that are able to spring up.
Michigan has an outstanding system in this
regard. In fact, Michigan leads all states
except California in terms of library literacy
grant awards made by the United States
Department of Education. The library is the
very important center of collaboration in the
literacy effort.
In addition to the adult basic education
groups and the major volunteer groups and
library, other provider groups include
community based organizations, colleges,
churches, refugee and immigrant agencies,
the business community, and correctional
institutions.
The Michigan Department of Correction's
educational arm is a working example of an
organized, centralized approach to literacy.
In its "al I under one roof" character, it is the
largest adult literacy program running in the
state currently. Again, in case we are doing
something right, I would like to describe for
you the MDOC's educational system, which
works day in and day out, 232 session days a
year, in a definite I iteracy effort. It represents
an approach to the problem that gets results,
and is one of which I am proud to be a part of.
How does it wo~k? These are the steps
that a prison inmate goes through as a
corrections student: A new prison inmate
coming into the prison system takes the
Stanford Achievement Test at a Reception
and Guidance Center for men or women at
Ionia, Jackson, or Ypsilanti. His/her math and
reading skills are thus initially assessed when
first coming into the system.
When the inmate arrives at the assigned

teenager and spent ten months in the county
jail. He got back on his feet as far as the law
was concerned some time ago. He also
acquired his G.E.D. and for insurance, his
high school diploma, belatedly. He now lives
away from home with his financially
independent parent. But his parents still have
to bail him out occasionally when the dollars
get tight because he will not get the type of
job he is capable of getting. He only goes
after very dirty, very low-paying work and
stays with these efforts, usu a I ly good efforts, a
short time, then quits to collect welfare
benefits for which he keeps himself eligible.
He appears, due to his early illiteracy, fearful
of accepting challenges he can handle and
could possible grow in. What is the cost of this
outgrowth of illiteracy, nation wide?
In another instance, an adult education
teacher related to me the story about a very
capable adult male, between 30 and 40 years
of age, who drives 7 4 miles to attend the
teacher's reading class, passing up closer
offerings. He is evidently a very successful
person, but states that friends in his
hometown would disown him and certainly
his good fortune would change were they to
learn of his inability to read. That's why he
schools so far out of town. What are these
feelings costing this individual and the people
around him?
These specifics seem to be happening on
a greater scale than ever before. And though
people and programs that work with
illiteracy are expanding to meet the needs of
the 27 million (that figure is a low figure)
functionally illiterate in our country, they only
reach 5-10 per cent of them.
The next question you have to ask is what
is the cost of making the illiterate literate?
Right now it is not a very large part of the
$225 billion ' that I mentioned earlier. Also,
right now, the efforts the cost of literacy cover
are very far-flung. Their core components,
the places where the trenches are, include
adult basic education and other professional
approaches, library centered activity, and
volunteer tutoring.
For ABE in 1986, $409 million combined
federal, state, and local funds were spent to
reach 3.1 million students, some of whom
were in our prison settings.
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